Traditional Chinese herbology uses a system of categorizing clusters of symptoms and signs to differentially assess the presence or absence of syndromes for which effective herbal formulas and methods are known. This system can be useful in detecting and counteracting some of the severe systemic and metabolic imbalances that commonly occur in cases of cancer. Basic theory and terminology is outlined, with comparisons between the empirical concepts of Chinese herbology and their approximate physiological correlates.
Traditional Chinese herbology uses a system of categorizing clusters of symptoms and signs to differentially assess the presence or absence of syndromes for which effective herbal formulas and methods are known. This system can be useful in detecting and counteracting some of the severe systemic and metabolic imbalances that commonly occur in cases of cancer. Basic theory and terminology is outlined, with comparisons between the empirical concepts of Chinese herbology and their approximate physiological correlates.
Introduction: Overview of Traditional Chinese Medical Assessment Methods
Each health care tradition has its own rules for analyzing clinical data that will hopefully point toward appropriate recommendations for the individual. Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM) health care uses a system of categorizing clusters of symptoms and signs to differentially assess the presence or absence of syndromes for which effective herbal formulas and methods are known. 1, 2 Those readers who are familiar with Ayurveda and homeopathy will recognize similar aspects in the analysis paradigm of TCM. Simple oneto-one correlations between textbook TCM syndromes and medical pathology rarely exist, but there are complex relations between these syndromes and physiological processes, which are discussed in terms of their relevance to cancer. In this article, TCM syndrome names are capitalized to help distinguish them from ordinary usage; for example, "Deficiency of Kidney Qi" refers to a specific syndrome, and while this syndrome may reflect certain physiological processes occurring in the anatomical kidneys, it also includes functions of other organs and tissues, including those of the endocrine glands, central nervous system, and cellular mitochondria generally. "Qi" refers to functions and to processes, in contrast to structure, and is often loosely translated as "energy."
The TCM Organs are defined based upon functional criteria, unlike the organs defined by anatomists, and these functions are more readily correlated with specific symptoms and clinical signs, consistent with the role of TCM as a practical and empirical science. The major TCM Organs that present the greatest opportunity for confusion are listed below, along with their TCM functions according to traditional texts; examples of approximate physiological correlates are indicated parenthetically where not obvious:
(a) Lungs: govern and circulate the Qi of the body (cellular metabolism and energy sources, mitochondrial activity, oxygen-carrying function of hemoglobin); circulates and adjusts body fluids (resulting in edema and hypertensions if dysfunctional); govern exterior of body (perspiration, immune system function); open into nose and throat. (b) Heart: governs Blood and Blood vessels (circulatory system generally); opens into the tongue (blood perfusion of tongue is especially sensitive indicator of circulatory impairment); stores the Spirit (personality and emotions, many higher central nervous system (CNS) functions, parasympathetic/sympathetic dominance as it affects personality and moods). (c) Spleen: governs transformation and transportation of nutrients (assimilation of nutrients from small intestine, transport of nutrients across cell membranes); natural direction is upward (smooth muscle tone, especially of abdominal viscera-if dysfunctional, can result in prolapse, diarrhea, varicose veins); governs muscles and flesh (anabolic metabolism, supply of nutrients to body tissues, removal of waste products from muscles); movement and transformation of water (interstitial fluid spaces, hyaluronic acid matrix, lymph circulation); governs Blood (creation of components of blood ultimately from raw materials of digestion; platelet function-if dysfunctional, easily bruised, hemorrhage). (d)Liver: governs the smooth flow of Qi generally (if dysfunctional, may result in dysmenorrhea, muscle cramping, spasms); controls bile secretion; harmonizes emotions (continual, steady breakdown of circulating hormones and toxic chemicals necessary to avoid toxic effects on CNS); stores the Blood (liver can physically store large amounts of blood); regulates menstrual cycle (metabolizes circulating hormones-inadequate breakdown results in abnormal cycles); opens into the eyes (retinal cells and circulation especially sensitive to pathological changes in blood); governs tendons and ligaments (pathological changes in blood, nutrient deficiencies in circulating blood may result in atrophy of connective tissue, increased risk of injury). (e) Kidneys: governs water (electrolyte balance, water excretion); stores the Jing (genetic makeup, hereditary features, reproductive capacity); governs the Bones (electrolyte balance, hormonal regulation of calcium metabolism); opens into the ear (cochlea and vestibular system are very sensitive to electrolyte disturbances-if dysfunctional, vertigo, disequilibrium, tinnitus); reflected in hair of head (quality of hair correlated with health of bones and reproductive health); governs the grasping of Lung Qi (if dysfunctional, may result in difficulty breathing, as in asthma-correlated with levels of circulating steroid hormones, immune system).
The hollow Organs of TCM (Stomach, Small and Large Intestine, Gall Bladder, and Urinary Bladder) are more straightforward in their functions, and very similar to the functions of their anatomical counterparts. While the optimal TCM clinical strategy depends on an accurate and complete TCM assessment of syndromes, medical diagnostic information can sometimes provide additional useful information to finetune the TCM strategy. However, any competent TCM herbalist who has practiced for several years or more will attest to the disastrous consequences that may sometimes result from a strategy that is based solely on medical information. This accounts for the haphazard results obtained by people with cancer and their health practitioners who attempt to use "one size fits all" formulas for "cancer". Cancer, like many medical conditions, is a label that describes a specific phenomenon occurring in specific types of cells and locations in the body; one cannot possibly hope to design an effective strategy for normalizing the function of major body systems based on such limited information.
General Strategic Guidelines for Designing Herbal Formulas in Cases of Cancer
TCM clinical theory recognizes that cancer does have unique aspects that are relevant to differential assessment and to design of clinical strategies, and many of these aspects correspond closely with phenomena recognized by both conventional medical and alternative health professionals. Tumors, both benign and malignant, and many cancers share some common tenden-cies that commonly manifest in specific cases; briefly these tendencies include 3, 4 : (a) Stagnation of Blood and of Qi; (b) Phlegm/Dampness Accumulation; (c) Severe Deficiency (of Yang, Qi, Blood, and/or Yin) syndromes associated with a degenerative collapse of major body systems; and (d) Interior Heat and/or Heat-Dampness.
(a) Stagnation of Blood and Qi
Overt Stagnation of Blood can occur as a direct consequence of tumor growth creating swelling and pressure on adjacent blood vessels, but more significant is Stagnation of Blood from other causes, including lack of exercise, local scar tissue or repeated trauma or chronic irritation, and other factors that lead to diminished local circulation and create localized hypoxic conditions that may promote cancers and tumor growth. The effectiveness of hyperbaric oxygen and ozone therapies in certain people with cancer corresponds to an equivalent TCM recognition that chronic Stagnation of Blood is a factor in the generation of cancers. By removing blockages to blood flow and increasing the local perfusion of tissues with oxygenated blood, aided by regular exercise, the hypoxic conditions that promote cancer growth are removed. The major clinical indicators of Stagnant Blood are the presence of a choppy quality in the pulse pressure profile, 5 resulting from turbulence in blood flow though the arteries, and a dusky, grayish, or purplish hue to the tongue tissue, 6, 7 which is very sensitive to decreases in blood flow. Pulse qualities (including strength, relative depth, relative width, and pulse duration, elasticity, distinctness of boundaries, rhythm regularity) are palpated on each wrist at three positions (L1, L2, L3, R1, R2, R3), spaced approximately 1 cm apart, along the radial artery immediately proximal to the wrist.
Stagnation of Qi is often a precursor to Stagnation of Blood; its manifestations include intermittent cramping and tightness in various body regions, skeletal and smooth muscle tissue. Chronic stress aggravates such tendencies, and may eventually lead to sustained tightness and contraction in specific muscles that can induce Stagnation of Blood, with localized persistent pain and discomfort.
(b) Phlegm/Dampness Accumulation
Most tumors manifest as either Stagnation of Blood or as Congealed Phlegm/Dampness, or some combination of both. Evidence of Phlegm and Dampness can be seen in the tongue coating as a greasy or slimy texture, and can manifest in the pulse pressure profile as a "slippery" quality, which is an abnormally smooth profile sometimes described as like feeling a "pearl sliding beneath one's fingers." A slippery pulse has a wide, strong, and smooth pulse pressure profile, with somewhat fuzzy or indistinct boundaries to the pulse pressure wave. In cases of severe Congealed Phlegm, the pulse may have a rigid or solid feel to it, lacking normal elasticity when one attempts to press down on it. Etiologic factors contributing to the development of Dampness or Phlegm conditions are ubiquitous in modern diets: hydrogenated oils, copious amounts of low quality fats, high sugar consumption, lack of exercise, and chronic exposure to chemical toxins and irritants that induce mucus secretion as a partial protective response. It is noteworthy that many tumor cells tend to secrete mucus and are more prone to agglutination than normal cells, which is part of their strategy to defeat the body's immune cells. 8 In such cases, for any anti-tumor factors to be effective, whether conventional chemotherapy, herbs, T-cells and B-cells, or natural immune factors, they must first penetrate this protective viscous layer. Herbs classified by TCM as penetrating and transforming Phlegm may be useful in such conditions.
(c) Severe Deficiency
Most cases of cancer involve at least one or more major Deficiency syndromes. Deficiency syndromes represent degeneration in function of major body systems, including endocrine and metabolic insufficiencies, dehydration, electrolyte and trace mineral depletion, anemia, immune system deficiencies, inadequate thermal regulation, and sleep disorders. Regardless of medical diagnosis or condition, an accurate assessment of these major types of systemic insufficiencies is crucial in restoring an individual's health. TCM theory differentiates these insufficiencies into four major categories, each of which may be further differentiated depending upon the organ systems primarily affected. The four major categories are Deficiency of Yang, Deficiency of Qi, Deficiency of Blood, and Deficiency of Yin.
Deficiency of Yang and Deficiency of Qi are closely related in that both correspond to a diminished catabolism and reduced sense of vitality, of which the most important symptoms and signs are fatigue and a weak pulse. Deficiency of Yang also includes inadequate body heat generation, resulting in tendency to feel excessively cold. Both Deficiency of Yang and Deficiency of Qi are closely related to inadequacy in thyroid, adrenal, and pituitary function, and ability of the blood to carry oxygen to the tissues. A subfunction of Qi includes what is called Protective Qi, which closely corresponds to the medical concept of the immune system and its function of attacking pathogenic organisms and foreign and abnormal cells, including cancer cells. Many effective techniques for helping people with cancer include supplementing with glandular preparations of adrenal, pituitary, and thyroid tissue. Certain categories of herbs in the TCM materia medica are recognized as having stimulating effects on various endocrine systems; most of these herbs work by indirectly stimulating the body to produce these hormones, rather than supplementing them directly. The TCM approach is generally less potent, but it is a safer method because it allows the body to regulate how much of each hormone is produced. This approach is less likely to result in side effects from imbalances in the amounts of various hormones and from excess dosages of specific hormones.
Deficiency of Blood (xue xu) is not synonymous with the western term "anemia." Physical blood includes Blood, Qi, and Fluids, and the function of physical blood in carrying oxygen to the tissues is more directly related to the function of Qi. Symptoms and signs of Deficiency of Blood, in the TCM sense, include dry and pale skin, scanty menses in women, black spots (scotomata) in the visual field, thready (weak-narrow-distinct)pulse, and, in severe cases, weight loss, emaciation, and muscle wasting. Emaciation and muscle wasting commonly manifest in advanced stages of cancer as the Blood becomes depleted.
Deficiency of Yin generally results in symptoms of heat, dryness and dehydration, and low-grade inflammation and irritability, and in severe cases, development of night sweats and fevers, severe thirst, deep cracks and fissures in the tongue tissue, and loss of normal tongue coating or fur. Deficiency of Yin, in contrast to Deficiency of Yang, closely corresponds to a hyperactive sympathetic nervous system; it is as if the body is locked into a chronic "fight-or-flight" mode. This condition may lead to autoimmune responses, resulting in inflammation and destruction of the body's own cells and tissues. At the same time, increased levels of corticosteroid hormones are secreted in an attempt to counteract such inflammation as well as increasing catabolism, with the consequence of depressing the function of the Protective Qi and increasing susceptibility to infections. Sustained Deficiency of Yin may lead to weight loss and muscle wasting due to suppression of anabolic functions, with similar effects to those of Deficiency of Blood.
(d) Interior Heat and/or Heat-Dampness
Interior Heat or Heat-Dampness may be generated as a consequence of the suppressed immune function in many individuals with cancer. Such Excess-Heat corresponds with active infections, possibly systemic. The degree of Heat will depend upon the intensity of the infection and the body's attempted response to it. Symptoms and signs of Excess-Heat include yellow tongue coating, a strong pulse, and evidence of puru-lent discharges, rashes, or boils and abscesses. Many of the other signs of Excess-Heat are similar to signs of Deficiency of Yin (Deficiency-Heat), and include fever, thirst, and irritability. It is important to note that while both Deficiency of Yin and Excess-Heat conditions may correspond to the presence of active infections, the body's metabolic state and reaction to the infection are crucial in determining the correct clinical strategy. Antibiotics or antibiotic-type herbs by themselves may help a condition of Excess-Heat, but may often aggravate a condition of Deficiency of Yin, leading to increased night sweats and fevers, aggravated thirst and irritability, and aggravated dehydration. The immune system's attempts to destroy cancer cells may manifest as either Excess-Heat, Deficiency of Yin, a combination of both, or less commonly, perhaps neither; a correct assessment of these various possibilities will determine the proper herbal strategy in supporting the body's needs in fighting the cancer cells.
Editorial Notes
Wicke and Cheung have presented a cogent and well-organized summary of some of the basic principles and vocabulary of Traditional Chinese Medicine (TCM). This fine article will, however, undoubtedly be difficult to comprehend for many trained in Western medical thought. The fact is, TCM is a completely different approach to the interpretation of the functioning of the human body from Western medicine. It is not translatable in any facile or direct means to Western medical terms. Its main thesis is that health and disease relate to energy, Qi, and the various types of imbalance of Qi and related qualities in the body. As any physician who has spent time observing the work of a good traditional Chinese medical practitioner knows, the diagnosis of these imbalances is not made from some ethereal speculation but from close clinical attention to detail (as readers may see in the contribution of Wicke and Cheung to the Integrative Tumor Board in this issue). TCM is a very different system of thought from Western medicine. Yet we cannot brush it aside: TCM practitioners have been caring for a large proportion of the world's population for thousands of years, and the more we examine TCM with Western research techniques, the more we come to understand its physiological wisdom.
